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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Preface
The following paper documents a sociolinguistic survey of the Reshe people of southern

Kebbi State and western Niger State. The field research portion of this survey was conducted in
a period of one week, from March 20 to 26, 1992. Stephen and Sonia Dettweiler, linguists
sponsored by U.M.C.A.1, conducted the survey. The guides and Hausa interpreters were Hassan
Agamalafiya (from March 20 to 23) and Abubakar Ahamed (from March 23 to 26). Both are
young Reshe men and indigenes of villages near Yelwa, Kebbi State.

1.2. Purpose
Based on data from 1973, Reshe is a candidate for a language development program.

However, our preliminary background research on the Reshe people and language suggests the
possibility that the Reshe language community may be undergoing a shift in their primary
language from Reshe to Hausa, the language of wider communication throughout northern
Nigeria. Therefore, it seems appropriate to reevaluate this candidacy.

Our purpose in this survey was to make a quick initial assessment2 of the sociolinguistic
situation among the Reshe people. In particular we chose to focus our attention on indicators of
language shift from Reshe to Hausa among Reshe who live outside the town of Yelwa. Fasold
(1984:240–241) suggests the following as indicators of language shift:

1 a community-wide desire to give up “its identity as an identifiable sociocultural group in
favor of an identity as a part of some other community”,

2 a “movement of [the new] language into domains that used to be reserved for the old”,
3 a sense that the language being shifted from is “inferior to the incoming language”, and
4 a situation in which “bilingual parents pass on only the new language to their children”,

possibly due to pressures from the economy or the government.

The reason for focussing our study on the Reshe living outside of Yelwa is that “people who live
in isolated geographical regions, or who practice agriculture, have a better chance of maintaining
a minority language” (Fasold 1984:241). So if language shift indicators are shown to be absent
or of minimal effect among rural Reshe, we have made a strong case that the language will be
maintained in the foreseeable future.

On the basis of this assessment we hope to determine whether or not a Reshe language
development program is indicated. If it is, we further hope to rate as high priority more extensive
research on the Reshe sociolinguistic situation.

1.3. Background Research
Others have investigated the Reshe people, whether from the perspective of anthropologist,

historian, sociologist, linguist, or missionary. Their research provides a useful background for
our field research.

                                                
1United Missionary Church of Africa
2On the concept of “rapid appraisal” of languages, see Bergman (1991).
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The Reshe people live primarily in and around Yelwa (also known today as Yauri),3 an
important port on the east side of the Niger River in Kebbi State, Nigeria. Their ancient capital,
Bin Yauri or Ireshe Bino in their own language (Harris 1930:287), is about five miles east of
Yelwa. There are Reshe settlements throughout Yauri Local Government Area (L.G.A.) and
further south in N’gaski L.G.A. (Kebbi State) and on the west side of the Niger River in
Agwarra L.G.A. of Niger State. Until 1968, many of the Reshe inhabited islands on the Niger
River.

The Reshe are called Gungawa in Hausa. The name Gungawa is generally considered to
refer to their inhabitation of islands (Temple 1922:117), since gungu is a Hausa word for
“island”. The name is sometimes extended to two neighbouring groups, the Lopa and the Laru,
who also lived on islands of the Niger. In 1968, the island-dwellers were moved at government
expense to new settlements along both banks of the Niger River. This move was necessitated by
the construction of a large dam which flooded the islands and formed Lake Kainji.

P. G. Harris, a government administrator in Sokoto Province4 during the British colonial
regime, collected a number of the oral historical traditions of the Reshe and also gathered
ethnographic and linguistic information about them. Concerning the origin of the Reshe people,
Harris (1930:291) ventures the idea that the name Gungawa did not originally mean “island-
dwellers”, but was applied to these people because their ancestors came from Gungu, the most
important town of the kingdom of Kebbi, further north. Other researchers generally agree that
the Reshe are a mixed group, “formed by a union, over time, of members from a number of
different ethnic groups who adapted to a riverine environment…” (Salamone 1974c:276).

Harris associates the legend of the founding of the ruling house of the Reshe (somewhat later
than the establishment of Bin Yauri itself) with the introduction of Islam to the Reshe
(1930:287). Islam arrived among the Reshe through traders and religious teachers who came
primarily from Kebbi. The ruler of the Reshe people, generally known as the Emir of Yauri,5
was a Muslim by the end of the seventeenth century (Salamone 1974c:280). The Emirate of
Yauri is ranked by Hausa legend among the Banza Bakwai, the seven great non-Hausa kingdoms
of the Nigerian Sudan (Gunn and Conant 1960:13).

Gunn and Conant give six names in connection with the Reshe people (1960:11,13). Reshe
(actually Bareshe in plural form) is the autonym, which probably gave rise to the old Hausa
name Rasawa (not currently in use). The Hausa name now used for the entire group is Gungawa,
explained previously. The name Yaurawa (Hausa for “people of Yauri”) is sometimes equated
with the whole Reshe group, but it is more often taken to indicate the subgroup of Reshe people
who are Muslims. Salamone takes the latter meaning of Yaurawa one step further by saying that
the status of Yaurawa is one that Reshe people pass through if they choose to become fully
“Hausaized”, so that being a member of this subgroup is “a stage in losing one’s original ethnic
identity” (1974c:277). The Arabisawa are the ruling clan of the Reshe, differentiated from
commoners by the absence of tribal markings (Gunn and Conant 1960:13). According to Gunn

                                                
3Yauri is also the name of the L.G.A. (Local Government Area) and the Emirate. Both of these have

their seat of government at Yelwa. To lessen confusion this report will use Yelwa when referring to the
town and the name Yauri when referring to the emirate.

4Sokoto Province included the Emirate of Yauri at its southernmost tip.
5The Reshe people call their ruler the Tata (Gunn and Conant 1960:18). The dynastic line of the Tata

(the Emir of Yauri) continues to the present day (Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966:260). The present Emir of
Yauri is an affable, well-educated man (Salamone, personal communication).
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and Conant, Harris suggests that the name Bakarawa designates the descendants of a group of
the Reshe who intermarried with Kambari people and settled on the east bank of the Niger in
what is now N’gaski L.G.A. Little is known about this subgroup (Gunn and Conant 1960:11).
These subgroups of the Reshe, with the possible exception of the Bakarawa, are all defined
socially rather than linguistically. Thus it seems inappropriate for the Ethnologue (Grimes, ed.
1992a:349) to list Gungawa and Yaurawa as dialect groups of Reshe. The Gungawa/Yaurawa
distinction may instead be useful in describing Reshe subgroups who differ in their language
attitudes in general and in the degree of their acceptance of the Hausa language and culture in
particular.

Several word lists in the Reshe language have been collected. Harris (1946) gives a list of
more than 800 items along with an interlinear text in Reshe and literal English. Missionaries
Eldon and Violet Boettger prepared a list of simple interrogative and declarative sentences
during their work at the village of Shabanda, at the north end of the Reshe language area
(Boettger and Boettger 1967a). Dr. Eric Mierau of the American Bible Society collected a word
list from Shabanda which he contributed to the Benue-Congo Comparative Word List
(Williamson and Shimizu, eds. 1968–1973). Linguist Paul Dancy (1972) collected a 100-item
word list. (See appendix C for a Comparative Reshe Word List.)

The people and language autonyms, as given by Gunn and Conant (1960:11–12), are
Bareshe and Tsureshe respectively. The practice in most academic literature has been to call
both the language and the people by the common root of the autonyms, Reshe, and we will
follow the practice in this report. Following Williamson (1989) and Gerhardt (1989), Reshe is
classified as Niger-Congo, Benue-Congo, Kainji, Western Kainji, Reshe. Figure 1 shows this
classification in tree diagram form.

NIGER-CONGO

   BENUE-CONGO

OKO DEFOID EDOID NUPOID IDOMOID IGBOID CROSS KAINJI PLATOID BANTOID
RIVER

WESTERN    EASTERN
KAINJI

KAINJI

KAINJI RESHE KAMBARI BASA KAMUKU GROUP 6 GROUP 7
LAKE GROUP GROUP
GROUP

LARU LOPA

Figure 1. Tree Diagram of Reshe Language Classification.
(based on Williamson 1989, and Gerhardt 1989)
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The languages most closely affiliated linguistically to Reshe are the Laru and Lopa
languages. Blench, on the basis of his examination of the Benue-Congo Comparative Word List
(Williamson and Shimizu, eds. 1968–1973), identifies Reshe as “by far the most divergent
member of West Kainji, with many forms that do not resemble other members of the group”.
(Blench 1988:13) The other language groups (in addition to Laru and Lopa) that are indigenous
to the Reshe language area and/or the surrounding territory are the Kambari, Duka, Hausa,
Shanga, and Busa peoples. The languages of the latter three groups are not related to Reshe.
There is also an occupationally defined group called the Serkawa (Hausa for ‘fishermen’). Non-
indigenous groups in the area include Cattle Fulani, Igbo, Yoruba, Dakarkari, Itsekeri, and Edo
(Salamone 1974c:275).

Figures from the Nigerian Censuses of 1921 and 1931 give the population of Gungawa (i.e.,
Reshe) to be 12,459 and 15,084 respectively in those years (Gunn and Conant 1960:11). A
population growth rate of 1.9% per annum can be calculated from these figures, and this rate
produces a projected population estimate of 33,000 Reshe in 1973. This corresponds closely to
the 1973 population estimate of 30,000 cited in the 1992 Ethnologue (Grimes, ed. 1992a:349).
Taking the more conservative 1973 estimate of 30,000 and using a population growth rate figure
of 1.9% p.a. as before, we obtain a population estimate of 44,000 Reshe for 1993.

The climate of the Reshe language area is similar to most areas of northern Nigeria, with
three seasons: the rainy season (June to October), the harmattan (November to February), and
the hot season (March to May). The annual rainfall in the area is about 1000 mm, and the
altitude is between 180 and three hundred m. Farming is the chief occupation of the Reshe.
Staple items such as guinea corn, beans, and rice are grown. In addition the Reshe are known for
their use of irrigation on riverside fields of onions, which they raise as a cash crop (Harris
1930:306–308). Occupations which supplement farming are fishing, canoe-building, and mat-
making (Harris 1930:308–310). Wrestling is traditionally the chief sport of Reshe young men,
with intervillage contests taking place between September and December each year (Harris
1930:311). There is a strong association between wrestling, the traditional religion, and ethnic
identity (Salamone 1974b:199; 1978:210).

The present-day ruins of the walls of Bin Yauri, five miles in circumference, indicate the size
and importance that this ancient capital of the Reshe once had. It appears that the town and its
people were independent of external control for a period of time before the turbulent nineteenth
century. Then “with the rise of the western Fulani empire under the Emir of Gwandu”, the chief
of Yauri “made formal submission” to the Fulani ruler (Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966:256). In
the mid-nineteenth century, under attack from the feared Nagwamatse of Kontagora, the
inhabitants of Bin Yauri fled from their exposed capital to the numerous nearby islands of the
Niger River. Their chief (or emir) chose Ikum Island as his headquarters, and for the next forty
years the Reshe managed to stay relatively safe from Nagwamatse’s attacks on their island
refuges (Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966:257). When a new Emir of Yauri succeeded to the
leadership of the Reshe in 1888, he extracted a promise from the Emir of Kontagora (Umaru
Nagwamatse’s son and successor Ibrahim) that “the raids on Yauri would cease if the people
returned to the mainland”. This new Reshe leader rejected “the idea of a return to Bin Yauri” as
his capital and selected instead a new site on the east bank of the Niger, which he named Yelwa6

(Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966:258). The British army arrived in Yelwa soon after. During the

                                                
6Hausa for ‘abundance’, appropriate because of the lush appearance of the river front in that location.
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British regime, the status of Yauri as an Emirate and of Yelwa as the seat of the Emir of Yauri
were confirmed (Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966:259). According to Salamone (1974c:275), the
1972 populations of both Yelwa and Bin Yauri were 11,000. Salamone also identifies both
towns as centres of Hausa population, and says that the Gungu (island) district of Yauri Emirate,
with a population of approximately 15,000, is now the centre of the Reshe (Gungawa)
population. The resettlement of 1968 shifted this Gungu District population to the mainland
(mainly on the eastern and western banks of the Niger, though some resettlement villages are
further from the river).

A majority of the Reshe now claim to be Muslim. Salamone estimates that seventy percent of
the Reshe are Muslim and thirty percent practice the traditional religion (1974c:285). Certainly
the percentage of Reshe who are Christians is under one percent.

Shabanda, where many Christians live, is significant as the site of a brief attempt at linguistic
analysis, Bible translation, and literacy work focussed on the Reshe language. Eldon and Violet
Boettger, who opened that work, initially carried on their work using Hausa. The Boettgers
concentrated on linguistic work in 1966 and 1967, immediately prior to the Nigerian civil war.
For linguistic analysis the Boettgers had some assistance from Dr. Eric Mierau, and for the work
of translation they relied heavily on a language assistant who was “keen and versatile” in both
Hausa and Reshe. They produced five graded primers, a booklet of native folklore, a short story
on the life of Christ, a completed Gospel of Mark, a set of conversation drills (Boettger and
Boettger 1967a), a draft of Reshe grammar (Boettger and Boettger 1967b), and a dictionary card
file. The Boettgers were unable to return to Shabanda after the civil war ended (Boettger and
Boettger 1991:2). Copies of some of the materials they produced are still extant in Shabanda, but
there is no indication that they are being used by the people (Lindholm 1990:2).

The religious constitution of the Reshe people appears to have undergone a dramatic change
since Gunn and Conant identified them as “predominantly, if not entirely, pagan”. Gunn and
Conant saw only traces of Islam in Reshe burial and marriage practices and describe the Reshe
traditional religion as “a complex and effective state religion” (1960:19). The resettlement in the
1960s of whole villages of Reshe people from islands to the mainland has made a big difference
in religious affiliation. Approximately fifty percent of the island settlements that were moved to
the mainland were Reshe villages (Oyedipe 1983:29), and the resettlement affected at least
15,000 Reshe people (deduced from figures in appendix A of Oyedipe 1983:150–155).
Conversion from the traditional religion to Islam has risen dramatically among these resettled
people. According to Salamone (1974c:281), “villages that had thirty-seven percent of their
people listed as Muslims [before resettlement] now claim to be one hundred percent Islamic”.
This is not to say that Reshe conversion to Islam is a recent phenomenon, since even before
resettlement, Islamic teachers (mallamai) “dwelt in bush villages as welcome guests and spread
the knowledge of Islamic practices” (Salamone 1974c:280). But resettlement has accelerated the
phenomenon, since the resettled Reshe have left behind traditionally sacred trees, shrines, and
ancestral graves and have had increased exposure to Islamic influences on the mainland. Many
consider it advantageous to convert to Islam, and others feel tremendous social pressure from the
missionary efforts of the carefully trained government-sponsored mallamai (Salamone
1974c:283–285).

As background to this recent upswing in conversion to Islam, Salamone documents a long-
standing pattern for the Reshe of ethnic identity change from Gungawa to “Hausa” (Salamone
1974c:273–274). He contends that throughout the nineteenth century, the Hausa who ruled Yauri
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“were numerically in the minority and recruited new members from the Gungawa [Reshe]”
(1974c:277). People moved from the identity of Gungawa to Yaurawa (and eventually to
“Hausa”) by conversion to Islam, which was often accompanied by marrying a Hausa man or
woman (1974c:279–280). During the nineteenth century, which was characterized by slave-
raiding and civil war, becoming a Muslim was some defense against enslavement and was the
only avenue for political advancement. In the twentieth century, the British “added to the
prestige of the ruling Hausa by strengthening the power of Islam” (1974c:278), so the motivation
for this ethnic identity change did not lessen. Salamone considers it “rather likely” that “a
majority of “the Hausa” in Yauri have Yaurawa ancestors, and hence are descendents of people
who were once Gungawa” (1974c:280). This helps to explain why Yelwa and Bin Yauri are now
considered centres of Hausa population in the Reshe language area. But Salamone does not see
the trend toward Islamization of the Reshe, whether following the old pattern for sociopolitical
advancement or the new one accompanying resettlement, as irresistible. He claims that some
Reshe have resisted the trend, either by maintaining ties to the old way of life or by finding
economic paths that ensure a degree of independence from the pressures Muslims can bring
(1974c:289). He also suggests the possibility that Reshe who are not in close contact with the
ruling Hausa of Yauri may convert to Islam (to gain material benefits) without changing their
ethnic identity (1974c:294).

1.4. Summary of Findings from Background Research7

B1. The Reshe people live primarily within Yauri Local Government Area. They are now
settled along both banks of the Niger River, though once they also occupied islands on the
Niger River.

B2. The construction of a large dam and the subsequent flooding of islands upon which the
Reshe, Lopa, and Laru peoples lived necessitated the island dwellers’ resettlement at
government expense in 1968.

B3. Gungawa, the Hausa name for the Reshe people, refers either to the Reshe people’s identity
as island dwellers or to the possibility (suggested by Harris) that they came from the town
of Gungu in the kingdom of Kebbi, north of their present location.

B4. The Reshe have had considerable influence from Islam and from the Hausa kingdoms
further north throughout the last three centuries.

B5. The Yaurawa, the Arabisawa, and the Gungawa are sometimes conceived of as Reshe
subgroups, but the distinctions between these subgroups are more social than linguistic.
Little is known about another subgroup called the Bakarawa.

B6. Linguistic data, including word lists, on the Reshe language have come from four primary
sources: Harris, Boettgers, Mierau, and Dancy.

                                                
7These findings are numbered B1, B2, etc. to indicate that they are points arising from Background

Research. A later section will list points F1, F2, etc. as findings from Field Research.
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B7. Under the present classification scheme, the Reshe language is identified as a member of
the Western Kainji group, within the larger Benue-Congo family. Reshe’s closest linguistic
relatives within the Western Kainji group are thought to be Laru and Lopa. Blench
considers Reshe to be linguistically the most divergent member of the Western Kainji
group.

B8. Projections from older estimates suggest a present (1993) Reshe population of
approximately 44,000.

B9. Farming of staple items and of onions as a cash crop is the chief occupation of the Reshe.
Occupations which supplement farming are fishing, canoe-building, and mat-making. The
chief sport in traditional Reshe life is wrestling.

B10.Under the pressures of nineteenth-century raiding and wars, the capital of the Reshe moved
from Bin Yauri to the islands and then to Yelwa. Today both Bin Yauri and Yelwa are
considered Hausa centres, and the villages resettled from the islands are the main centres of
Reshe life, though Yelwa continues to be the seat of the Reshe king (the Emir of Yauri).

B11.It is estimated that seventy percent of the Reshe are Muslims, and about thirty percent
practice the traditional Reshe religion. Less than one percent are Christian.

B12.In a brief but intensive period from 1966 to 1967, a couple at Shabanda did some linguistic
analysis and produced some literature in the Reshe language. This literature is extant but
not in use.

B13.The resettlement of a large number of Reshe people in the late 1960s has been followed by
widespread conversion of the resettled Reshe to Islam.

B14.Anthropologist Frank Salamone contends that the decision of some Reshe to leave the
traditional religion for Islam is part of a long-standing pattern involving an ethnic identity
change from Reshe (or Gungawa) to Hausa.

1.5. Questions and Hypotheses for Field Research

Question 1: Are there major differences of dialect among the Reshe?
Hypothesis 1: No. Dialect differences exist, but are not major.

Tools used to assess: interview on dialect centres, comparison of Reshe word lists

Question 2: To what extent is the Reshe language distinct from related languages, particularly
languages spoken in neighbouring areas?

Hypothesis 2: The Reshe language is quite distinct from even its closest linguistic relatives.
Tools used to assess: interview on dialect centres, comparison of a Reshe word list with word

lists from four related languages
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Question 3: Is there evidence among the rural Reshe of a community-wide desire to give up their
identity as Reshe (Gungawa) and to become known as a part of the Hausa-speaking
community? In particular, do people consider Reshe or Hausa their mother tongue? Do
large numbers of Reshe men and women marry non-Reshe spouses? What do they
perceive to be the language of their village?

Hypothesis 3: There is little evidence of a community-wide desire for identity change among the
Reshe. Most consider Reshe to be their mother tongue and the language most appropriate
to use in their home and their village community. Few are marrying non-Reshe spouses.

Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, comments, and observations

Question 4: Is Hausa use common in home and “insider” domains (i.e., in domains that used to
be reserved for the Reshe language)?

Hypothesis 4: No, Hausa is not common in these domains.
Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, comments, and observations

Question 5: Do the rural Reshe express any feeling that their language is inferior to Hausa?
Hypothesis 5: No. They see their own language as more appropriate in some domains and Hausa

as more appropriate in others. It is not seen as a question of one language being inferior
to another.

Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, comments, and observations

Question 6: Are parents bilingual, and if so, are they passing on only Hausa to their children?
Hypothesis 6: Parents are, for the most part, bilingual. However, they are passing on both Reshe

and Hausa to their children.
Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, comments, and observations

1.6. Map of Area Surveyed

In order to prepare a map of the Reshe language area (figure 2), we recorded odometer
readings on our LandRover each time we travelled to a new location by road. For each location
we determined the distance from Yelwa. We travelled by boat on the river to some locations and
so were unable to determine distances to these locations accurately. For features other than road
distance, the map is based primarily on a map entitled “Location of Villages after Resettlement”
in Oyedipe (1983:59). It is intended as an aid to better understanding of place references made in
this report. Please note that there are many Reshe villages that are not shown on the map.
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2. PROCEDURES

2.1. Interview on Dialect Centres
Prior to our field research in the Reshe language area, we interviewed Hassan Agamalafiya,

a Reshe young man who is a college student in the city of Ilorin. The interview was to help in
determining whether there was any basis for grouping Reshe towns and villages around two or
more dialect centres. The language of the interview was English. Hassan later acted as our guide
and interpreter for part of the research trip, and we also interviewed his father briefly on the
same question of dialect centres. This was for the purpose of confirming the data and perceptions
that Hassan had reported in the earlier interview. Both father and son are indigenes of Pisabu, a
Reshe resettlement village some eight kilometres south of Yelwa (on the bank of the Niger near
the original village location, which is now flooded).

2.2. Collection and Verification of Word Lists
Because our focus was on the question of whether the Reshe are indeed undergoing a

language shift from the Reshe language to Hausa, we did not gather the number of word lists
needed to map out the dialect situation within the Reshe language. We did collect one word list
from the village of Pisabu, which is approximately in the centre of the Reshe language area. The
170-item SIL8 Preliminary Standard Word List for Africa (Bergman 1989a:3–5) was used as the
core list, with 57 items added from various semantic domains. Elicitation was through Hausa,
the language of wider communication in northwest Nigeria. The procedure was that the linguist
stated the English word, the interpreter gave the Hausa equivalent,9 and the Reshe speaker said
the Reshe word or phrase two times (with further repetition sometimes requested by the
linguist). Each verb was requested in two forms, with the standard pattern being (for example)
“He is eating”, then “eat”. A number of nouns, but not all, were elicited in both singular and
plural forms.10 Only the Hausa and Reshe words were recorded on the cassette tape, but the
paper version of the word list shows English as well. Appendix C, a comparative word list in
Reshe, gives the Pisabu word list we collected alongside three other word lists collected in
earlier years. The table at the beginning of appendix C provides standard background data for
the four word lists.

In order to reduce the amount of elicitation error in the Pisabu word list we later verified all
items on the word list with a second Reshe speaker from the village of Pisabu. As it turns out,
this second man was quite proficient in English, so we used no Hausa interpreter for the
verification session. For each item we sought first to elicit the Reshe word that the verifier would
naturally use. Then, if his word showed substantial phonetic differences from the word originally
recorded on our list, we discussed the item further in order to determine (for example) whether
the two words were synonymous or whether one was in error. The Pisabu word list shown in
appendix C includes the additional insights and corrections gained from this verification process.
Word lists from four other Western Kainji languages that are spoken in areas bordering on the
Reshe language area were also compared to the Reshe (Pisabu) word list. These languages are
Lopa and Laru (100-item word lists collected by Dancy (1972)), Salka Kambari (a word list

                                                
8SIL International
9This had been decided in advance by discussion between the linguist and the interpreter.
10Since Western Kainji languages are known to be “class languages” in which the class of a noun is

indicated by a prefix (De Wolf 1968), eliciting both singular and plural is useful for determining the root
form of the noun.
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based on Williamson and Shimizu, eds. (1968–1973), but extended to 290 items by our
colleague Clark Regnier using data from Carl Hoffmann), and Duka (a 290-item word list
collected in the Dukku dialect of Duka by Clark Regnier). We did this comparison in order to
compute lexical similarity between Reshe and each of its linguistically and geographically close
relatives.

2.3. Language Use Questionnaire
We used this questionnaire to collect data on the use of Reshe and Hausa, as reported by a

stratified sample of Reshe people living in villages outside Yelwa. The questionnaire has three
sections—one for demographic information,11 one concerning the use of language for
communication between individuals, and one concerning the use of language for mass
communication. Appendix A shows the questionnaire.

The sample is stratified into six categories by the age and sex of the respondents. These
categories are: grandfathers, grandmothers, fathers, mothers, young men, and young women.12

Our aim was to collect the questionnaire data from five people in each category, and we were
successful in this regard except for one category, that of “young women”. We only managed to
question four in this category, so we questioned an additional “mother” in compensation. We
also tried to take our sample of respondents from five village areas that were relatively distant
from each other, although we did not make location an additional criterion for stratification. A
total of thirty people were interviewed using the questionnaire. We recorded the data from each
interview on separate leaves of a bound exercise book, taking note also of any comments which
the interviewees made to explain or elaborate their answers to our questions.

2.4. Comments and Observations
In addition to data gained by using the questionnaire, we collected other information about

the sociolinguistic situation through the comments made by questionnaire respondents and
others, and through our own observations. We noted these comments and observations in the
same bound notebook in which we recorded the responses to the questionnaire. Our observations
usually focussed on the question of what language (Reshe or Hausa) was being used in various
situations, serving as a cross-check on the self-reported data already obtained on this question
through the questionnaire.

3. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS OF FIELD RESEARCH
3.1. Interview on Dialect Centres

Our interviewee, Hassan, perceived the existence of minor differences between the way
Reshe is spoken in Pisabu (his home village) and the way it is spoken in Shabanda, which is
further north. He considered the Shabanda speech form to be slower than that of Pisabu, with
different intonation, and with some differences in pronunciation of words. He gave this example
of pronunciation differences: the question “Where are you going?” is [huno paja] in Pisabu and
[huno pala] in Shabanda. He listed the following villages as having a speech form identical to
Pisabu: Rikubalo, Hinambiro, Baha, and Gungun Sarki. He also said that the older people in
Yelwa who still speak the Reshe language use the same speech form as Pisabu. The Shabanda

                                                
11This was actually the last section of the questionnaire, since we thought it more natural to ask people

the language use questions first.
12We did not interview children as this seems to be inappropriate in a rural community.
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speech form, he said, is also spoken by Reshe living quite a distance further up the Niger River
than Shabanda, even as far as Illo. Hassan could not comment on whether or not there were
differences between Reshe as spoken in Pisabu and Reshe as spoken further south or further west
(on the west side of the Niger River).

Hassan gave no indication that he would have any difficulty understanding another Reshe
speaker because of dialect differences. He was not aware of any names for clans or dialect
subgroups within the Reshe people. His pronunciation of Reshe autonyms concurred with that
already given in the literature, namely [ure] for an individual man or woman, [bare] for the
entire people group, and [tsure] for the language.

When asked if he was aware of any language distinct from Reshe but having some similarity
to it, Hassan mentioned the Lopa language. He said that the Lopawa speak faster than the Reshe
but use some of the same words (he gave the Lopa name for God, [wer], as an example). He said
that his own understanding of the Lopa language is poor (indicating his perception that it is a
distinct language), but also that he would include the Lopa people in the term Gungawa.

The Lopa people, he said, are settled on the east side of the Niger River at places south of
Zamare and north of Warra. He was not at all familiar with the Laru people.

3.2. Comparison of Word Lists
The WORDSURV program (Wimbish 1989) was used in computing the percentage of

lexical similarity for each pair of word lists. In this program the various forms given for a
particular gloss are assigned to “possible cognate” sets by the linguist who enters the word list
data. We claim only to have possible cognate sets because we did not carry out historical
reconstructions but assigned the words to sets on the basis of surface phonetic similarity.13

When portions of the words elicited were known or suspected to be affixes, these portions
were not included in the WORDSURV comparison process. Such affixes are shown in the
comparative word list (appendix C). Any item known to be a loan word from Hausa was
excluded from comparison. Loan words are marked with an asterisk in the comparative word
list. Other cases in which an item was excluded from comparison under WORDSURV are:

1 If an item was identified as being distinct from the parallel item in another word list because
of a difference in elicitation,14 it is marked with a double asterisk in the combined word list
and shown with an English gloss underneath.

2 If the same Reshe word was given for two different prompts (for example, the prompts
“woman” and “wife” produced the same word), one of the two identical items was marked
with a double asterisk and a message pointing out the similarity was shown underneath it.

In a few cases, two different Reshe words were given for the same prompt by people of the
same village. If these were judged to be synonyms, they were entered in the same slot on the

                                                
13A clearly defined set of criteria for what words have “surface phonetic similarity” (and hence are

considered “possible cognates”) is presented in Blair (1990:31–33). These criteria, based on word length
and classification of pairs of phones as either phonetically similar segments or not, are what we have
applied in our word list comparison.

14Usually the difference can be seen as the result of a somewhat different English prompt (e.g., “say”
instead of “speak”). The prompts used in eliciting the Pisabu word list were taken as the standard.
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combined word list and separated by a slash mark; both were included in the comparison
process.

The four matrices shown in figure 3 result from comparing four Reshe word lists using
WORDSURV. These matrices result from counting possible cognates shared between pairs of
word lists. The Tally Matrix reports the number of possible cognate forms that were shared
between each pair of word lists. The N (Total) Matrix reports the total number of words
compared between each pair of lists. The Percentage Matrix reports the number of shared
possible cognates as a percentage of the total number of words compared between each pair of
lists (i.e., the tally number divided by the total number). Finally, the Variance Matrix indicates
the range of error for each percentage. This range of error is computed using standard statistical
procedures (Wimbish 1989:59–60) and is based on the possible cognate percentage, the total
number of words compared, and the reliability rating of each word list (given in appendix C).

Tally Matrix Percentage Matrix
Pisabu-1992 Pisabu-1992
101 Shabanda-1967 94 Shabanda-1967
152 82 Harris-1946 92 90 Harris-1946
  76 42 58 Dancy-1972 92 89 87 Dancy-1972

N (Total) Matrix Variance Matrix
Pisabu-1992 Pisabu-1992
108 Shabanda-1967 2.7 Shabanda-1967
165 91 Harris-1946 2.8 4.2 Harris-1946
  83 47 67 Dancy-1972 4.5 7.0 7.0 Dancy-1972

Figure 3. Lexical Similarity Among Four Reshe Word Lists.

The percentages of lexical similarity between the various pairs of Reshe word lists range
from a low of 87% (+/- 7.0%) between the Harris and Dancy word lists to a high of 94% (+/-
2.7%) between the Pisabu and Shabanda word lists. It is clear that these are word lists from a
single language (the Survey Reference Manual (1990:9.5.2) gives seventy percent as the upper
limit on lexical similarity between distinct languages). However, it cannot be definitely said
from this data that the dialect differences between Pisabu and Shabanda are minor. Although the
lexical similarity figure of ninety-four percent seems to support our hypothesis of minor
differences, a Reshe speaker’s perception of differences in speed and intonation between the two
dialects (cited in section 3.1.) is not adequately verified or disproved by the calculation of lexical
similarity. Dialect intelligibility testing and further interviews on the topic of dialect centres are
required in order to gain a thorough understanding of the dialect situation.15

Lexical similarity figures arising from the comparison of the Reshe (Pisabu) word list with
word lists from four other closely related (and neighbouring) languages are adequate to show
that Reshe is distinct from these languages. Figure 4 is a matrix presentation of such figures,

                                                
15Also, word lists from the southern and western extremes of the Reshe language area need to be

collected, since it is by no means definite that “northern” (Shabanda) and “central” (Pisabu) are the only
Reshe dialect areas. Since it is unclear where the Harris and Dancy word lists were collected, we assume
that they represent the more accessible “central” Reshe dialect area, near Yelwa.
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computed by WORDSURV after using the same standards as were applied in the internal
(Reshe) word list comparison.

Tally Matrix Percentage Matrix
Reshe (Pisabu) Reshe (Pisabu)
36 Lopa 43 Lopa
28 36 Laru 33 42 Laru
36 18 17 Duka (Dukku) 20 22 20 Duka (Dukku)
21 14 12 40 Kambari (Salka) 11 17 14 16 Kambari (Salka)

N (Total) Matrix Variance Matrix
Reshe (Pisabu) Reshe (Pisabu)
84 Lopa 10.5 Lopa
84 85 Laru 11.3 11.4 Laru

182 83 83 Duka (Dukku)  7.8 12.4 12.3 Duka (Dukku)
195 84 84 243 Kambari (Salka)  7.9 12.7 12.7 6.7 Kambari (Salka)

Figure 4. Lexical Similarity Among Western Kainji Languages in Yauri Area.
Names in parentheses indicate dialect of word list, where known.

Applying the criterion that lexical similarity less than seventy percent indicates “distinct
languages”, we see that Reshe, Lopa, Laru, Duka, and Kambari are all distinct languages. Lopa
appears to be the language most closely related to Reshe, with lexical similarity of forty-three
percent (+/- 10.5%) between the two languages.

3.3. Language Use Questionnaire
The questionnaire responses were coded and entered into the computer in order to be

tabulated and statistically analyzed using MINITAB (Schaefer and Anderson 1989). For coding
purposes, responses for each of the twenty-six questionnaire items had to be standardized and
categorized, usually into two to four categories. The full table of coded questionnaire responses,
along with a key to the codes, is in appendix B.

Before beginning any cross-comparison of the responses to various pairs of questions, we
want to give a general profile of the sample that we surveyed. Figure 5 shows profiles of the
basic demographic items.
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a. Sex of respondents [N = 30]

      Count
 male 15 ***************

female 15 ***************

b. Age (generation) of respondents [N = 30]

    Count
youth  9 *********
parent 11 ***********
grandparent 10 **********

c. Amount of schooling of respondents [N = 30]

      Count
none 21 *********************
less than five years   4 ****
five or more years   5 *****

d. Home village of respondents [N = 30]

   Count
Shabanda and vicinity 6 ******
Hella and vicinity 7 *******
Pisabu and vicinity 5 *****
Zamare and vicinity 6 ******
Jinjima and Hikiya 6 ******

e. Mother tongue of respondents [N = 29 N* = 1]

Count
Reshe 28 ****************************
Hausa   1 *

f. Number of second languages [N = 29 N* = 1]

Count
none   1 *
one 25 *************************
two   3 ***

Figure 5. Profile of Responses on Demographic Items.
(N = the number of respondents; N* is the number of missing responses)
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The first three items in figure 5 (sex, age, and amount of schooling) are variables that
frequently pertain to bilingualism in a language community. Our sample is stratified by sex and
age, so that these two items (figure 5a,b) are divided more or less evenly into their categories.
The profile concerning schooling (figure 5c) shows that slightly more than two-thirds of our
sample have not attended school.

Figure 5d, in conjunction with the map (figure 2), demonstrates that our sample was quite
evenly distributed geographically throughout the Reshe language area. Shabanda is near the
northern edge of the language area; Hella is a Reshe village just north of Yelwa, and Pisabu is
just south of it; Zamare is further to the south but still on the east side of the Niger River (at the
ferry crossing); Jinjima and Hikiya are villages on the east side of the Niger River. Besides
asking each respondent the identity of their home village (where they were born and grew up),
we also inquired about other places where they had lived. Six of the women moved (when they
married) from their home village to a village in another part of the Reshe language area, where
we met them. In these cases we still identified them with their home village area, since we
believed that where they spent their childhood might be more influential in their patterns of
language use. Three of the male respondents had lived outside the Reshe language area while
receiving schooling, for periods of time ranging from three to six years.

All but two of our respondents identified Reshe as their first language (figure 5e). One man
identified Hausa as his first language, and we did not obtain a response on this question from one
other man. Ninety percent of our respondents said they spoke Hausa as a second language. The
three exceptions to this were the man who had identified Hausa as his first language (he gave
Reshe as his second), a grandmother who said she had no second language, and a missing
response. Three male respondents also said they spoke another language in addition to Hausa:
two of these claimed English as a second language and one said he spoke some Kambari. All but
one of the twenty-two married respondents gave their spouse’s language as Reshe; the one
exception said his first wife speaks Reshe and his second wife, a non-Reshe, speaks Hausa.

Since our Hausa interpreters for this survey were also Reshe speakers, we were able to give
the respondents a choice of whether they wanted to be asked the questions in Hausa or in Reshe.
We recorded each respondent’s decision on this matter as the first “individual language use”
item in the questionnaire. This type of real-life choice is called a “commitment item” by
Fishman in his 1968 study of language attitudes among bilinguals in New York City. Fishman
found that commitment items are “quite differentiating and predictive” in the matter of
“behavior toward language” (1968:8). So we hypothesize that this variable (choice of
questionnaire language) is quite significant in relationship to the rural Reshe community’s use of
language. In our sample of thirty individuals, twenty chose to take the questionnaire in Reshe,
nine chose to take it in Hausa, and one wanted to take it in English.16

Six questionnaire items pertain to the individual’s perception of his or her language use in
various domains and activities. Table 1 shows the number of people giving each response to the
six language domain items. From the table we can observe three distinct patterns in the numbers
of each type of response given for a particular domain. For three domains, namely “home”,
“work”, and “friends”, the pattern is that the majority (approximately two-thirds) of the
respondents use Reshe and the remainder use Hausa (or a mixture of Reshe and Hausa). For the

                                                
16We categorized this man with those who chose Hausa; i.e., we have ten respondents who chose

“non-Reshe” and twenty who chose Reshe. For simplicity the “non-Reshe” category is called “Hausa”.
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activities of praying and singing, the response pattern is reversed with the majority of
respondents using Hausa and a minority using Reshe or both Reshe and Hausa. The third
response pattern, observed in the “market” domain, has roughly equal numbers claiming to use
Reshe, both Reshe and Hausa, and Hausa respectively.

Table 1 – Perception of Language Use in Various Domains and Activities

\Responses: Reshe both Reshe and Hausa Hausa other missing
Domains:\

a. at home 21 1   8 0 0

b. at work 19 3   8 1 0

c. at market  7 9 11 0 3

d. with friends 19 4   5 0 2

e. praying   4 4 22 1 0

f. singing   0 7 23 0 0

Four questionnaire items concern the language use of children, as perceived by our adult
respondents. Twenty out of thirty respondents said they often used Reshe when speaking to the
children in their village; similarly, eighteen out of thirty said the children themselves often spoke
in Reshe. A higher number, twenty-six out of thirty, said the children of their village understood
Reshe. Twenty-one respondents believed that children in their village learned Reshe before they
learned Hausa, with another eight claiming that the children learned Hausa before Reshe (this
item had one missing response).

Three questionnaire items concern the Hausa ability of Reshe adults. Of the thirty
respondents, twenty-one felt that they speak Hausa well and the remainder said that they speak a
little Hausa. On questions to determine whether the extremes of Hausa ability existed, twenty-
two out of thirty respondents said that they know Reshe adults who do not understand or speak
Hausa; fourteen out of thirty said that they know Reshe adults who understand and speak only
Hausa (no Reshe).

There were four questionnaire items pertaining to the use of language in mass
communication. Twenty-five respondents out of thirty claimed to listen to Hausa on the radio;
only three of these twenty-five said they do not understand everything that they hear. Seven
respondents in our sample said that they read Hausa and two of these seven also claimed to read
English. Finally, for each of two mass communication situations, table 2 shows the number of
people holding each opinion on what is the appropriate language for the situation, if it took place
in their village.
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Table 2 – Opinions on Appropriate Language Use in Reshe Villages

\Responses: Reshe Reshe or Hausa Hausa
Situations:\

a. for teaching a class 16 2 12
in health or farming

b. for announcing important 12 2 16
news to the village

Having considered our questionnaire items or variables one by one, we now turn to the
question of whether some of the variables are related to each other. The chi-square statistic is
useful for determining whether or not the relationship between a pair of variables is significant,
particularly when analyzing categorical (non-numeric) data, which is what we collected in this
questionnaire. The variables which we analyzed for interrelationships are listed in table 3.

Table 3 - Variables Studied for Interrelationships

Demographic variables
vl - respondent’s home village
sx - sex of respondent
ag - age of respondent
sc - amount of schooling

Community language use variables
ra - respondent’s habit of listening
 to Hausa on the radio
re - respondent’s reading ability
tc - choice of language for

teaching a village class
nw - choice of language for

announcing news to the village

Language use “commitment item”
in - language chosen for interview

Individual language use variables
concerning language domains:
hm - language most used at home
wk - language most used at work
mk - language most used at market
fr - language most used with friends
pr - language most used for prayer
sg - language most used for singing

concerning language use of children:
sp - respondent speaks Reshe to them
s2 - they speak Reshe
hr - they understand Reshe
ln - order of learning Reshe and Hausa
ah - respondent’s ability in Hausa

(self-rated)

Two demographic variables, sex and age, were given even distributions by the design of our
stratified sample. Are any of the “language use” variables significantly related to either sex or
age? Investigating this question using the chi-square statistic shows in fact that none of the
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variables are significantly related17 to age and only a few are related to the sex of the
respondents. The variables that are significantly related to the sex of the respondents are ra and
re, both community language use variables. A significantly greater number of males than
females in our sample are able to read (table 4a) and also significantly more males than females
listen to the radio (table 4b). The language for both these activities is normally Hausa.

Table 4 - Variables Significantly Related to Respondent’s Sex

a. Table: sex vs. reading ability

       non-readers   readers  Total

male       9               6           15

female  14               1           15

Total    23               7           30

ChiSq = 2.98, 1 degree of freedom
(significant at p<0.10)

b. Table: sex vs. radio listening

     non-listeners   listeners  Total

male         0              15          15

female      5              10          15

Total        5              25          30

ChiSq = 3.84, 1 degree of freedom
(significant at p<0.10)

The other demographic variable for which we checked the significance of relationships with
a number of language use variables was vl, the home village of the respondent. We gained the
impression while administering the questionnaire that respondents in two locations, Shabanda
and Zamare, were generally more favorable to the use of Hausa than respondents in other village
locations. On this basis, we collapsed the five vl categories into two, “Shabanda/Zamare” and
“Other Villages”, for the purpose of using the chi-square test. We found three variables to be
significantly related to vl: ah (the respondent’s rating of his own ability in Hausa), s2 (whether
village children speak Reshe) and ln (the order in which village children learn Reshe and
Hausa). As table 5a demonstrates, the Shabanda and Zamare villagers tended to rate themselves
as having “good Hausa” significantly more often than the other villagers. According to the adults
we interviewed, the children in Shabanda and Zamare speak Reshe significantly less than the
children of the other villages (table 5b) and the children of the other villages learn Reshe first
significantly more than the children of Shabanda and Zamare (table 5c).

                                                
17We have chosen to use the term “significantly related” when the chi-square test yields a p-value less

than 0.10. Because of the small sample size, chi-square tests were conducted on 2-by-2 tables (with 1
degree of freedom). This necessitates the use of the modified formula, chi-square = > (|O - E| - 0.5)2 / E , as
given in Bergman (1989b:11) - O and E are observed and expected values, respectively.
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Table 5 - Variables Significantly Related to Respondent’s Home Village

a. Table: home village vs. Hausa ability (self-rated)

little Hausa good Hausa Total
Shabanda/Zamare 1 11 12
Other Villages 8 10 18
Total 9 21 30
ChiSq = 2.92, 1 degree of freedom (significant at p<0.10)

b. Table: home village vs. whether c.Table: home village vs. order
   village children speak Reshe of children’s language learning

yes no Total Reshe Hausa Total
first first

Shabanda/Zamare   4   8 12 Shabanda/Zamare   5 6 11
Other Villages 14   4 18 Other Villages 16 2 18
Total 18 12 30 Total 21 8 29
ChiSq = 4.22, 1 degree of freedom ChiSq = 4.47, 1 degree of freedom

(significant at p<0.05) (significant at p<0.05)

Finally, the language chosen for the interview by each respondent (variable in) was checked
for significant relationships with other language use variables.18 The answers given by
respondents to many of the language use questions are significantly related to the language they
chose to be questioned in. Table 6 shows the specific relationships that were tested and found
significant using the chi-square statistic.

                                                
18No significant relationship was found between in and any of the three demographic items already

discussed.
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 Table 6 - Variables Significantly Related to Respondent’s Choice of Interview
Language

a. Table: interview language vs.
   language most used at home (hm)

c. Table: interview language vs.
   choice for teaching class (tc)

\hm
in\

Reshe Hausa
(or both)

Total \tc
in\

Reshe Hausa
(or both)

Total

Reshe 19 1 20 Reshe 17   3 20
Hausa   2 8 10 Hausa   1   9 10
Total 21 9 30 Total 18 12 30

ChiSq = 14.5, 1 degree of freedom
(significant at p<0.001)

ChiSq = 12.7, 1 degree of freedom
(significant at p<0.001)

b. Table: interview language vs.
   children speaking Reshe (s2)

d. Variables found to be significantly
   related to in (for 0.01<p<0.05):

\s2 Yes No Total ah - respondent’s ability in Hausa
in\ wk - language most used at work
Reshe 16   4 20 mk - language most used at market
Hausa   2   8 10 ln - order of learning Reshe and Hausa
Total 18 12 30

ChiSq = 7.66, 1 degree of freedom
(significant at p<0.01)

e. Variables found to be significantly
   related to in (for 0.05<p<0.10):

fr - language most used with friends
sp - respondent speaks Reshe to children
sg - language most used for singing

More detail is provided for the three relationships whose significance can most strongly be
shown. These relationships, stated in prose, are:

1 Those interviewed in Reshe said that Reshe was the language they used most at home,
significantly more often than those interviewed in Hausa. (table 6a)

2 Those interviewed in Reshe said that the children they knew were able to speak Reshe,
significantly more often than those interviewed in Hausa. (table 6b)

3 Those interviewed in Reshe said that the most appropriate language to use in teaching a class
in their village would be Reshe (or Reshe and Hausa), significantly more often than those
interviewed in Hausa. (table 6c)

3.4. Comments and Observations
Study and analysis of the questionnaire results have shown us some aspects of language use

patterns among the rural Reshe. Table 7 presents a summary of observed and reported language
use in Reshe villages. The observed data does not seem to conflict with the comments made by
the questionnaire respondents and others. In some cases it helps to confirm those comments and
in others to give a more complete picture concerning language use.
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For the one Sunday morning church service we attended at Shabanda (almost exclusively a
Reshe congregation), the language in use was Hausa. One avenue for the use of Reshe in the
church was reported by a young man that we met in Shabanda. Some songs which he translated
into Reshe have been sung by the church choir. Friends of his have encouraged him to write
more songs in Reshe.

This brings us to the question of why the majority of Reshe say they sing in Hausa and not in
Reshe. People that we asked about this were quite consistent in claiming that it has been the
habit of the Reshe to sing in Hausa for the past few generations, “from the time of our great-
grandfathers”. One old man in Yabo admitted that at one time the Reshe people sang in the
Reshe language. It seems that sometime in the past, for an undisclosed reason, there was a shift
in this domain from use of Reshe to use of Hausa. This seems also to be the case with praying,
for which a majority of our questionnaire respondents said they use Hausa. The religious
teaching or example of outsiders (Muslim or Christian missionaries) might be responsible for
language shift in these two domains, but that has yet to be demonstrated.

Table 7 - Observed and Reported Language Use in Reshe Communities

Key: L.W.C. = Language of Wider Communication (i.e., trade language)
O = Observed use of a given language
R = Reported use of a given language
> = to (e.g., parent>child means “parent speaking to child”)
insider = member of Reshe-speaking community
outsider = immigrant or visitor to Reshe community

Participants Domain Vernacular L.W.C. Other
(Reshe) (Hausa)

adults
(husband>wife)

home
R

(parent>
 grandparent) R

parent>child home R R

child>parent home R  R

children playing O

adults singing R

adults community
(adult education)

R

teacher>
 students

school R R (English)
R (Arabic)
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Participants Domain Vernacular L.W.C. Other
(Reshe)  (Hausa)

worshippers church (after
service)

R

worshippers (singing) O

choir (singing) R

leaders (conducting
service)

O

leaders (announce-
ments)

O

preacher (sermon) O

insider>
 outsider

market R

adults reading O,R
(primers)

R R (English)
R (Arabic)

adults listening to
radio

R
(formerly)

R

adults work R

In Shabanda, where literature in Reshe had been prepared by the Boettgers in 1967, we tried
to find out more about the current use of this literature. The same young man who had translated
some choruses into Reshe told us that he had read two of the Reshe primer series. He is a
primary school teacher in a nearby village and is literate in both Hausa and English. He claimed
that he had no problems reading the primers and that they were understandable to him. The
U.M.C.A. pastor at Shabanda, who knew the Boettgers, showed us a copy of Primer 7 from the
series in Reshe. His son read one of the stories in the Primer to his uncle (the pastor’s brother),
who seemed to understand and enjoy hearing the story, laughing at several points. The son, who
is a college lecturer and was visiting his father for the weekend, also translated the same story
into English for our benefit. These two incidents demonstrate that at least some of the literature
is still available in Shabanda, and that it is understandable to Reshe speakers and (apparently)
readable. There are no indications that the literature has been reprinted or distributed widely,
even in Shabanda. The pastor was not aware of where the master stencils of the literature are
now located.

People in a number of communities commented on the linguistically mixed nature of their
town or village as an explanation for why Hausa was more appropriate for community use, such
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as making an important announcement or teaching a class. A total of nine people made a
comment along these lines. Three lived in Zamare, two in Shabanda, and four in other villages.
The Zamare people and one young woman from near Hella specifically mentioned the mixing of
Reshe and non-Reshe people in their communities as necessitating use of Hausa in community
domains. The Shabanda comments were more vague, with the implication that Hausa was better
for public use because some of the Reshe inhabitants knew Hausa much better than Reshe (non-
Reshe people were not mentioned). A man in Pisabu and another in Hikiya specifically
mentioned the presence of Sarkawa (non-Reshe, Hausa-speaking fishermen) in or near their
community as the motivation for announcing news in Hausa.

Concerning the language learning of children, comments made by our questionnaire
respondents indicated that the language used by parents in the home is the deciding factor in
whether the children learn Reshe or Hausa first. In Shabanda and Zamare, several commented
that the community children learn Hausa before Reshe because the parents speak it at home.
Two people in Zamare expressed uncertainty whether the children there would ever learn Reshe.
By all reports, the language learning situation in the other villages we visited is the reverse of
that in Zamare and Shabanda: Reshe is spoken in the home, and children learn it before Hausa.
In Hikiya, which is possibly the most isolated Reshe village we visited, a young woman did not
think the children would learn Hausa at all. As we left Hikiya by boat, we observed children
playing in the water; they were using the Reshe language.

The only sign we observed of a Reshe person feeling that the Reshe language might be
inferior to Hausa was the reaction of the husband of one of our respondents when she asked to be
interviewed in Reshe. He sneered and she promptly changed the language of the interview to
Hausa. Of course, other interpretations of the husband’s reaction are possible.

3.5. Summary of Findings from Field Research
F1. Minor differences between “central” (Pisabu) and “northern” (Shabanda) forms of Reshe

were suggested in the interview on dialect centres.

F2. Our interviewee on dialect centres confirmed the Reshe autonyms as given in the literature.
He was not aware of names for any clans or subgroups within the Reshe people.

F3. The word list we collected at Pisabu is over ninety percent lexically similar to three other
Reshe word lists. Its lexical similarity with a Shabanda word list is ninety-four percent, but
this does not definitively answer the question of whether or not the differences between
Reshe dialects are minor.

F4. Computation of lexical similarity figures for Reshe in comparison with four neighbouring
Western Kainji languages (Lopa, Laru, Duka, and Kambari) demonstrates that the Reshe
language is distinct from these others.

F5. The sample of thirty Reshe people who responded to our language use questionnaire are, by
design, evenly distributed in categories of sex, age, and home village location. seventy
percent have no formal schooling. Almost all claim Reshe as their first language (and the
first language of their spouse) and Hausa as a second language.
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F6. Two thirds of our sample chose to hear (and answer) the questionnaire in Reshe; the
remainder chose Hausa.

F7. In the matter of individual language use as perceived by our sample, three distinct response
patterns emerged. A clear majority claim to use Reshe in the domains of home, work, and
being with friends whereas a clear majority claim to use Hausa when praying or singing.
The domain of the market called forth an ambiguous response (no clear majority claiming
to use Reshe or Hausa).

F8. In the matter of language use as it pertains to children, all but four of the respondents said
that the children of their village understand Reshe. Approximately two-thirds of the
respondents claimed that they speak to children in Reshe, that the children themselves
speak Reshe, and that the children learn Reshe before they learn Hausa.

F9. Many of our respondents claimed to know Reshe adults at the two extremes of ability in
Hausa (knowing no Hausa; knowing only Hausa). Seventy percent claimed to speak Hausa
well themselves.

F10. More than seventy percent of our respondents claimed to listen to Hausa on the radio and to
understand it well. Fewer than thirty percent claim to be able to read Hausa. Respondents
seem quite evenly divided on the question of whether Reshe or Hausa is more appropriate
for community use in their village (e.g., for teaching and for making important
announcements).

F11. No significant relationships were found in our sample between the age of respondents and
their answers to language use questions.

F12. In our sample, significantly more males than females listen to the radio and read, both
activities involving Hausa.

F13. Significant differences on the basis of the respondent’s home village showed up in our
sample for self-rated Hausa ability, perception of children’s ability to speak Reshe, and
perception of the order in which children learn Reshe and Hausa. For all three factors, the
differences indicate that Shabanda and Zamare are significantly more Hausa-oriented than
the other villages visited.

F14. Significant differences were also found between the group of respondents who chose to be
interviewed in Reshe and the group who chose Hausa. Not surprisingly, the former group
showed a marked orientation toward Reshe in their answers to the questions concerning
language use, and the latter group showed an orientation towards Hausa. Significant
relationships were found between ten language use variables and the respondent’s choice of
interview language.

F15. No use of Reshe was observed during a church service at Shabanda, although one instance
of occasional use of Reshe by the choir was reported.
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F16. Comments about the widespread use of Hausa rather than Reshe for singing indicate the
possibility of a language shift in this domain several generations ago, but do not suggest a
reason for the change.

F17. Some of the Reshe literature developed in 1967 is still extant in Shabanda, but its use
appears to be quite limited. It appears that the literature is understandable and readable, but
not in circulation.

F18. Mixing within a community of people with different first languages, whether from inside or
outside the Reshe language group, is often cited as the reason for Hausa being more
appropriate for public use.

F19. Comments made about the language learning situation for children seem to confirm that it
is distinctly different in different Reshe villages.

F20. An attitude on the part of some Reshe that Hausa is more prestigious than Reshe can be
found, but it does not seem to be widespread.

4. EVALUATION

Before proceeding, we need to briefly consider the strong and the weak points of our
research data particularly with regard to its reliability and validity.

Our research on the Reshe dialect situation involved one interview concerning dialect centres
and the collection of one word list. Though useful data was obtained from the interview on
dialect centres, conducting only one such interview meant that we had no cross-check on the
perspectives expressed about Reshe dialects and no way to fill in the gaps in our interviewee’s
knowledge. The reliability of the word list was enhanced by having a Hausa interpreter who, as a
college student, is also quite capable in English and who moreover has Reshe as his first
language. The procedure of verifying the word list, asking questions about any discrepancies,
also adds to the word list’s reliability. The word list’s respectable length (227 items), its being
based on a standard word list, and the following of careful procedures in eliciting it all contribute
to its validity as a “random sample” representing the Reshe language. We did not take time to
get two or three perspectives on the Reshe dialect situation and collect three or four word lists
representing different points in the Reshe language area because we were focussing on the
question of language shift.

The reliability of conclusions drawn from the questionnaire data is increased by interviewing
a sample that adequately represents the population. In our case, the population is all Reshe,
living outside of Yelwa. Collecting a sample of respondents stratified by sex and age makes our
sample more representative, as does collecting our sample in geographic locations which are
spread apart. Our sample lacks randomness in the strict sense of the word because the locations
were not randomly selected nor were the people randomly selected when we arrived at the
villages we visited. However, it is difficult to see how we could have made the selection process
more random without spending much more time in the process and without offending people by
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refusing to interview them. It seems to us that the sample does adequately represent the
population and that we have not introduced a known source of bias by our selection process.

Cross-checking reported data (from questionnaire respondents) for consistency with
observed data also contributes to our data’s reliability. It has also been possible to do some
checking of the questionnaire data for internal consistency.19

In some of our testing for significant two-variable relationships, we were faced with the
problem (in chi-square testing) of obtaining expected frequencies less than five for some table
items. This arises from the small sample size, and it results in the chi-square test not being as
reliable and the inferences more open to question. We addressed this problem by “collapsing”
categories to make them more inclusive. Time restraints prevented us from obtaining a larger
sample.

The validity of the language use questionnaire is a matter of whether the answers given to
the question provide a true measure of actual language use. We address this concern in the report
by not claiming that the answers represent the respondents’ actual language use but their
perceived language use. Perceptions can be a useful study in their own right, but should not be
confused with actual behavior. While self-reported data concerning language use has been
shown not to correlate well with actual language behaviour, commitment items (such as the
choice of interview language that we included among our variables) have been found to be quite
predictive of actual language behaviour (Fishman 1968:8).

5. ASSESSMENT

Our task in this part of the report is to use the findings of the field research (summarized in
section 3.5) to answer the research questions put forward in the introduction (section 1.4). Then
we will give a brief assessment of the sociolinguistic situation, particularly as it pertains to the
need for a Reshe language development program. This assessment will draw relevant findings
from both background and field research.20

5.1 Answers to the Research Questions
The first field research question is: “Are there major differences of dialect among the

Reshe?” Differences between the Shabanda speech variety and the Pisabu speech variety have
been suggested (F1) but it is not clear from word list comparison whether these are major or
minor (F3). The lack of Reshe clans or dialect subgroups (F2) and the high lexical similarity
between the Pisabu and Shabanda word lists (F3) lend support to our hypothesis that dialect
differences are minor. To answer the question definitively, dialect intelligibility testing and more
interviews concerning dialect differences are needed.

The second research question is: “To what extent is the Reshe language distinct from related
languages?” Our hypothesis, that the Reshe language is quite distinct from these languages, is
strongly supported by the low levels of lexical similarity computed from comparison of word
lists in Reshe, Lopa, Laru, Duka, and Kambari (F4).

                                                
19For example, cross-checking whether the people who claimed to read were also people who had

some years of schooling was useful in finding one error we had made when coding the data.
20These findings are referred to using the numbers from the respective summaries: B_ refers to a

finding from background research (summarized in section 1.4); F_ refers to a finding from field research
(summarized in section 3.5).
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The other four research questions pertain respectively to four indicators of language shift,
addressing aspects of the overall question of whether or not the rural Reshe are undergoing a
shift from Reshe to Hausa.

The third question asks whether there is evidence among the rural Reshe of a community-
wide desire to give up their identity as Reshe and to become known as Hausa.21 In the sample of
Reshe who responded to our questionnaire, only one identified Hausa rather than Reshe as a first
language and only one had a non-Reshe-speaking spouse (F5). A clear majority of the sample
chose to be interviewed in the Reshe language (F6) and this group was quite avid in supporting
the use of the Reshe language in most aspects of their lives (F14). Perceptions of language use
were not significantly different between the generations (F11). So it is difficult to support the
idea that the desire for a cultural (and linguistic) identity change is “community-wide”.
However, there is a significant minority (approximately one third of our respondents) who show
considerable orientation toward Hausa in their choice of interview language (F6) and in their
support for the use of Hausa in their daily lives (F14). The respondents in our sample are evenly
divided about whether Reshe or Hausa is more appropriate for public use in their communities
(F10), likely because linguistic and ethnic mixes are found even in rural communities (F18). It
also appears that some Reshe villages are more Hausa-oriented and thus further along the
“language shift” continuum (F13). In conclusion, while there is some evidence of desire for
ethnic identity change, it is not prevalent throughout the entire Reshe language community.

The fourth research question pertains to whether there is a movement of Hausa into domains
that used to be reserved for the Reshe language. Our analysis of the sample who answered the
questionnaire shows that a clear majority claim still to be using Reshe in three “insider”
domains, but again a significant minority are using Hausa in these domains (F7). The market
does not qualify as an “insider” domain, so the ambiguous response here means nothing. Singing
and praying are often considered “insider” domains and it seems that singing at least was once a
domain for the Reshe language (F16). The fact that the majority of our respondents now use
Hausa in these domains (F7) indicates a movement from Reshe to Hausa. But strong Hausa use
in the church (F15) and among Muslims could well influence language choice in these domains
as people move away from the traditional religion and way of life. In conclusion, we have some
evidence that Hausa has moved into a few “insider” domains, namely singing and praying. Also,
Hausa seems to be used in almost all “insider” domains by a significant minority of the Reshe.

The fifth research question pertains to whether or not there is a sense that Reshe is inferior to
Hausa. When two-thirds of the sample chose to be interviewed using the Reshe language (F6)
even though seventy percent claimed Hausa as a strong second language (F9), this suggests
strongly that these people do not assign any greater prestige value to Hausa than to Reshe. This
impression is confirmed by noting that the language chosen for the interview is not significantly
related to the amount of schooling or the reading ability of the respondent; i.e., even those with
more years of schooling (in Hausa and English) did not necessarily tend to choose Hausa, as
would be expected if the choice was influenced by concern for prestige.

The sixth research question pertains to the language use and language learning of children. It
is fairly clear that many parents are bilingual in Reshe and Hausa (F9) to the extent that they

                                                
21This is precisely what Salamone (1974c) suggests may be true (B14), but we think it likely that his

focus is more on those with a Reshe ethnic background who now live and work in the town of Yelwa. That
is one reason we chose to focus our research on the rural Reshe communities outside of Yelwa.
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could choose to pass on either language to their children. Most adult respondents believe
children in their village have at least a passive understanding of Reshe. Moreover, two-thirds of
the respondents consider the situation in their village favourable to children learning Reshe
before Hausa and using it extensively (F8). There is evidence, however, of a significant minority
of Reshe parents who are passing on only Hausa to their children. This tends to be more
common in the Hausa-oriented villages (F13, F19). So our hypothesis that: “Most parents,
though often bilingual, are passing on Reshe” should be revised to a conclusion such as this:
“Quite a few parents, though often bilingual, are passing on Reshe to their children. Some
parents are passing on Hausa only.”

5.2. The Sociolinguistic Situation
Overall it seems that we have not shown the language shift indicators to be absent or of

minimal effect among the Reshe outside of Yelwa. What can be said is that the indicators of
language shift from Reshe to Hausa are more prevalent in certain locations, such as Zamare and
Shabanda (F13, F19). Elsewhere it appears that Reshe language use is quite strong in “insider”
domains, and Hausa has only slowly moved into a few domains such as singing and praying.
Zamare and Shabanda are Hausa-oriented for quite different reasons. Zamare is the western
terminus for a ferry across the Niger River and as such is connected to Yelwa and Bin Yauri by a
fairly well-used road system. Thus it is quite accessible to the centres of Hausa (and Muslim)
influence among the Reshe (B10) and also it is a place where non-Reshe people have settled and
mixed with the Reshe indigenes (F18). Shabanda, in contrast, is quite isolated.

It seems possible to distinguish among three subgroups of people within the rural Reshe
community, according to differences in their use of Reshe and Hausa. First, there are those who
are proficient in Hausa and prefer to use Hausa most of the time in their daily lives. They may or
may not be able to speak Reshe; they likely at least understand it. Second, there are those who
are quite capable in both Hausa and Reshe and who prefer to use Reshe most of the time in their
home and community. Third, there are those who are capable in Reshe but limited in Hausa;
they use Reshe most of the time but can manage to get by in Hausa when at the market or in
other situations of contact with outsiders. Our sample of thirty questionnaire respondents can be
divided quite evenly into these three subgroups by looking at their choice of language for the
interview in combination with their self-rated ability in Hausa. Ten respondents chose Hausa for
the interview and rated their Hausa ability as “good” (subgroup 1); eleven chose Reshe for the
interview and rated their Hausa ability as “good” (subgroup 2); nine chose Reshe for the
interview and rated their Hausa ability as “limited” (subgroup 3). This analysis of the rural
Reshe demonstrates the current need (on the grounds of comprehension) of at least one subgroup
(the third) for a language development program in Reshe. It also shows the existence of another
subgroup (the first) which has adequate access to literature in Hausa; thus, does not need a Reshe
language development program.

A final factor which is particularly relevant to the need for a language development program
in Reshe is the use that is being made of the Reshe literature already developed. The very limited
use and distribution of this literature is a cause for concern. It would be unwise to proceed with
any full-scale Reshe language program without assessing the reasons that the existing literature
is dormant.
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS

On the basis of the assessment carried out in this report, we recommend that Reshe be listed
as being an unlikely candidate for a language development program at present. Actually we are
using the adjective “unlikely” to indicate two things:
1 our research (at Level 1) is inadequate for showing there is no need, and
2 our research suggests reasons why a language development program may not be needed, and

what needs to be done before the need will become clear (i.e., definitely “yes” or “no”).

There may not be a need for a language development program in Reshe because:
1 It seems that already a large part of the group (what we have identified as subgroups 1 and 2,

comprising possibly two-thirds of the rural Reshe and likely all of the town Reshe) has
adequate access to literature through Hausa.

2 Some literature has been translated into Reshe. This literature is a resource that can and should
be used, particularly among the Reshe whose Hausa is limited (subgroup 3), before
additional literature is developed.

3 There is evidence of language shift toward Hausa even in rural communities, so that the
subgroup currently needing Reshe literature on comprehension grounds will likely dwindle.
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